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Teaching about U.S. Foreign Policy through Critical Thinking Strategies

Roundtable workshop:  “Pedagogical Reflections and Strategies:  Teaching about Empire and War in the U.S. History Survey Course.”  Historians Against the War National Conference, April 11-13, 2008, Georgia State University, Atlanta Georgia (Theme:  “War and Its Discontents:  Understanding Iraq and the U.S. Empire”)

As an adjunct professor employed at three different institutions over the last ten years, I have taught thirty-nine U.S. history survey courses, including twenty at Tallahassee Community College on the history of U.S. foreign policy.  In earlier years, I was a coordinator of the Tallahassee Peace Coalition, which undertook educational activities aimed at exposing the negative effects of empire and war, and at promoting peaceful alternatives.  

As a history instructor today, I see my role as facilitating critical thinking about U.S. history and foreign policies.  I fully respect the right of students to arrive at their own conclusions and, toward this end, I present a balance of information and views.  This balance of views is often eye-opening to students, given the dominant rationale of “defending freedom” to explain U.S. foreign policy.  Few students, for example, know anything about the U.S. war in the Philippines, about antiwar dissent during World War I, or about the U.S. invasion of Panama in 1989.  

Two contexts.  In teaching about U.S. foreign policy and, by extension, empire and war, I begin by establishing two contexts relevant to students – democratic participation and critical thinking.  On the first day, I ask students, “Why do we study history?”  Invariably, one of the first answers is, “To learn from our mistakes.”  This opens the door to both contexts.  “Well, what are our mistakes?” I ask.  “Can you name some mistakes in U.S. foreign policy?”  In the ensuing discussion, it becomes clear that we don’t all agree on what the mistakes are or what the lessons should be.  I tell students that as we explore U.S. history, it is up to them to make their own judgments about the lessons of the past and how these lessons might be applied to the present and future; and that this class is designed to provide them with information and perspectives relevant to the task.  I emphasize that it is not only leaders who must make decisions, but citizens as well, through voting and other means.  I make the point that we are all part of a national community and democratic government, and that we have some responsibility for the policies of our nation.  


Five analytical approaches (and teaching strategies).  In cultivating critical thinking, I have employed the following methods or approaches:  

1.   Analyzing historical developments in terms of policymaking decisions.  Upon what information, historical experiences, and ideological assumptions do leaders based their policies?  What are the different policy options?  I draw a schema on the board:  INPUTS  ►  POLICY MAKERS  ►  POLICY OPTIONS.  One can use this schema for analyzing how the Eisenhower administration responded to the situation in Vietnam in 1964, or how LBJ responded to the situation in Vietnam in 1964, identifying such inputs as the Truman Doctrine, lessons from World War II and the Korean War, the French experience in Vietnam, public opinion, political party positions, and so forth.  Beyond these particulars, using this schema consistently promotes the idea that history constitutes a series of decisions, rather than simply a sequence of events, and it highlights the relevance of lessons we draw from the past.  

2.   Examining public and Congressional debates over policy.  This involves looking more closely at the different leaders, parties, and movements pushing different policy options.  Apart from the anti-Vietnam War movement and debate over imperialism in the 1890s, most textbooks pass over internal controversies rather quickly.  Yet in every U.S. war other than World War II, there were significant policy debates and often, antiwar movements as well.    Drawing students into the policy debates of the time is my favorite method of involving students in the classroom.  I have created a number of exercises that ask students to put themselves in another time and consider how they would respond to the issue at hand.  One exercise asks them to consider whether they would support the Patriots or Loyalists in 1776 (see Attachment One), following a review of different interests and arguments.  Other exercises involve dramatic debates I have written, which student “senators” read, then the class votes on the issue, as if it were the Senate chamber (see Attachment Two, U.S.-Mexican War debate).  Another exercise requires students to work in pairs to write editorials on how the U.S. should view the Great War as of August 2, 1916 (see Attachment Three).  In discussing the decision to go to war in Vietnam, I use the documentary film “LBJ,” Vol. 2  (PBS), and ask students to advise the president as of April 1965.  I ask students to read their papers or I read a selection of them myself the following class.  I am extremely careful not to be critical of any points-of-view, regardless of my own views.  I allow for students to take the measure of different opinions.    

3.   Comparing official rhetoric and policy/results.  A careful look at policies often reveals large gaps between official rhetoric and policy/results.  The U.S. champions an anti-imperialist heritage, but has often acted like an imperial power.  This is confusing to many students, as many expect U.S. foreign policies to mirror “American” ideals, rather than contradict them.  The first contradiction I discuss (beyond the failure to free slaves during the U.S. War of Independence) is the refusal of President Jefferson to aid the second anti-imperialist revolution in the Western Hemisphere taking place in Haiti.  The gap between rhetoric and policy reaches its widest margin perhaps in the U.S.-Philippines War, and its narrowest margin in World War II.  The gap widens considerably in the Cold War, as the U.S. proclaims freedom and democracy while at the same time supporting a variety of dictators and oppressive regimes, and overthrowing democratic governments.  This analytical approach is augmented by the use of primary documents.  I include Andrew Jackson’s State of the Union Address in 1830 (concerning Native American removal), the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine of 1904, and the Truman Doctrine of 1947.  I put these documents on the overhead projector and highlight and explain key passages.  

4.   Seeing U.S. foreign policies and its results through the eyes of other peoples and nations.  The idea here is to “put yourself in another’s shoes.”  There is a strong tendency in the U.S. history profession as well as among students to view the world from the perspective of U.S. leaders and to regard U.S. actions from the vantage point of whether or not they enhanced U.S. power and influence.  I have not found an adequate means of countering this bias, but I do make an effort to explain the views of other actors on the international scene.  I show documentary film clips that provide a glimpse of different worlds and world-views.  Useful films for revealing the latter include “The Crucible of Empire” (Philippines War), “Vietnam:  A Television History,” and “The Panama Deception.”  Another video, “The Century:  America’s Time,” reflects upon the horrors of the two world wars, which helps explain why Europe has moved away from militarism and super-nationalism since World War II.    

5.   Identifying patterns and changes in U.S. foreign policy.  Timelines should be used frequently for this purpose.  The connecting interpretive framework in most textbooks on U.S. foreign policy is the rise in U.S. military strength, influence and dominance since the 1890s, but one may employ other frameworks as well:  the rise in human rights, the development of collective security institutions, and the efficacy of peaceful diplomacy (e.g., the Good Neighbor Policy of 1933).  The militaristic lesson drawn from the Munich agreement of 1938 may be contrasted with the diplomatic lesson drawn from the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.  One of the patterns I emphasize bridges domestic and foreign policy – the suppression of dissent during times of war.  This can be traced from the first Sedition Act of 1798 to the Red Scares of the 20th century, to the Patriot Act of today.        

Cultivating critical thinking means encouraging students to wrestle with larger ideas and lessons of history.  This, in itself, is a significant change for students who have heretofore viewed history as a series of dates and developments to be memorized.  I have found that giving students clear guidelines as to what will be on tests helps to relieve anxiety and provide a certain level of comfort needed to contemplate more expansive themes.  I also reward participation in the exercises noted above by making class attendance/participation part of the overall grade.  The benefits of critical thinking are not immediately apparent to most students.  More likely, they will experience uncertainty and ambivalence in their understanding as they struggle to incorporate new information and reorient their perspectives.   
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Name ___________________________________

Patriots Versus Loyalists

Imagine living in July 1776.  Identify yourself in terms of age, gender, race, occupation, and where you live.  You have just gotten word of the Declaration of Independence.  Will you support this war for independence or not?  Explain your reasons.  (Have a fellow student comment on what you have written.)  
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Comments: 
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Dramatic Readings – U.S. Senate Debate, May 12, 1846
Note to readers:  do not read italicized words.

BACKGROUND:  Fighting between U.S. and Mexican forces broke out in the disputed territory between the Nueces River and Rio Grande in April 1846.  The news reached President Polk on May 9, 1846.  Polk was already working on a proposal to declare war on Mexico -- because Mexico had rejected Ambassador Slidell upon hearing that the U.S. wanted to buy California and New Mexico, and thus dismember Mexico.  On Monday, May 11, 1846, the House received the President’s message, which asked Congress “to recognize the existence of the war, and to place at the disposition of the Executive the means of prosecuting the war with vigor, and thus hastening the restoration of peace.”  With the Democratic Party holding an overwhelming majority of 144-77 over the Whig Party in the House, the Democratic leadership was able to limit debate on the subject to two hours.  Most Whigs in the House opposed going to war against Mexico, but the great majority of Whigs nevertheless voted for Democrat’s war bill, as it was attached to an Army Appropriations bill that provided material support for American troops in the field.  In the Senate, the Democrats held a narrower, 30-24, majority.  Limited debate on the House war bill was allowed.  

The following is a fictional re-creation of the Senate debate on May 11-12, 1846.  The names of the Senators are real and the views they express are roughly similar to their own or their party’s views.  The comments of newspaper editors (under Sen. Allen) are actual quotes, but were not spoken on the Senate floor; they were added here for variety.  

*          *          *

1.  Daniel Webster of Massachusetts, a Whig, accused President Polk of maneuvering the nation into war with Mexico (in which one of his sons later died).

Senator Webster of Massachusetts:  I have served my country for many years -- as a member of the House of Representatives, as Secretary of State, and now as member of this most honored body, the United States Senate.  My sense of honor in serving my country has been challenged, however, by the President’s aggressive actions in Mexico.  We need not fight a war with Mexico.  Diplomacy can achieve a settlement of the conflicting territorial claims between the United States and Mexico.  I have done as much in the Webster-Ashburton Treaty of 1842, which settled conflicting claims of the United States and Great Britain over Maine.  But a peaceful settlement is not what the President and the Democrats want.  They have loudly proclaimed during the last election that they intend to expand the nation’s territorial boundaries.  And now we know how they plan to do this – by engaging in war against Mexico and taking her lands.  There is no honor in this war, my friends.      

2.  James Butler Bowlin of Missouri, a Democrat, strongly favored the acquisition of new territory.   

Senator Bowlin of Missouri:  It is a vain delusion to think that the progress of the American people can be contained within the current boundaries of the nation.  Our people, with a spirit of enterprise unparalleled in the history of man, are pushing onward, scattering in their train the blessings of enlightened liberty.  Our laws and institutions follow, adding strength and permanent glory to the republic.  It is foolish to think that we should hold ourselves to the boundaries of our forefathers and forego the advantages of additional territory.  The American people are clamoring for new lands to settle.  Let us not put barriers in front of them.  Mexico cannot hold these lands, and if the United States does not take them, Great Britain or Russia will.  It is our manifest destiny to spread across this great continent and to bring blessings of liberty and democracy to this land.  Let us fight this war and win it.

3.  Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri, a Democrat, was prepared to vote for reinforcement of troops in the filed, but firmly objected to waging full-scale war against Mexico.  

Senator Benton of Missouri:  I am a Democrat and an expansionists, but I concur with Senator Webster that our president has unnecessarily and aggressively pushed the United States into war.  He has taken it upon himself to send American forces into the disputed territory with no other design than to taunt the Mexicans and engage them in battle.  By all reputable accounts, the borderline of Texas is the Nueces River, south of which hardly an American can be found.  Indeed, the esteemed and venerable founder of the Democratic Party, former president Andrew Jackson, recognized the Nueces River as the boundary of Texas.  But our president today has his eyes on California and New Mexico, and for these territorial gains he has conspired to create a war with Mexico.    

4.  Stephen Douglas of Illinois, a Democrat, believed that the expansion of the nation’s territory was fully justified. 

Senator Douglass of Illinois:  First I must ask the senator from Missouri, what proof has he of a conspiracy by the president?  The president has stated clearly his intention to work out an agreeable solution to territorial questions with the Mexican government.  I, for one, am against the very idea of an American war of conquest.  But it is not the United States that has started this war.  The Mexican government first rebuffed our ambassador who came in good will, and it has directed its forces to fire upon American troops on American soil.  Mexico has declared war upon the United States by these actions.  We must defend our national integrity and our national honor.  And if in settling this matter, we should gain territory, what of it?  Mexico can hardly hold together its own government, let alone hold the vast territories of California and New Mexico.  I welcome the day when the whole continent will be ours, when our institutions shall be diffused and cherished, and republican government felt and enjoyed throughout, from the far south to the extreme north, and from ocean to ocean. 

5.  Thomas Corwin of Ohio, a Whig, opposed the war.

Senator Corwin of Ohio:  We are at this moment perpetrating an enormous wrong upon a weak and unoffending people.  We have robbed Mexico of Texas, and now we are going in for the kill to secure our plunder and take more.  To my colleagues in the Democratic Party, I hope that you will come to your senses and vote for the Whig alternative to the President’s bill that has been put before you.  This bill, introduced by my fellow senator from Ohio, Robert Schenck, provides our troops in the field with supplies, while authorizing the president to “relieve and extricate” the army from its perilous position.  The Whig bill authorizes the president “to prevent any invasion” of American territory, but also declares that Congress will not sanction or approve forcible occupation of the disputed territory between the rivers Nueces and Rio Grande by the armed forces of the United States.  My friends, this is a balanced and worthy compromise that will allow us to defend out interests with honor, while preventing our nation from becoming a greedy and vain empire.  

6.  Thomas Clayton of Delaware, a Whig, opposed the war.

Senator Clayton of Delaware:   It is a muddled and distorted patriotism that supports war in the name of peace, and aggression in the name of defense.  The advance of American troops to a position within view of the Mexican town of Matamoros was as much an act of aggression on our part as is a man’s pointing a pistol at another’s breast.  I would gladly vote for supplies for our troops without an hour’s delay, but it is impossible for me to vote for the preamble of this bill, which states that we are at war with Mexico.

7.  William Allen of Ohio, a Democrat, headed the Foreign Affairs Committee.  He supported the war.

Senator Allen of Ohio:  Perhaps my colleagues who have expressed opposition to the President’s bill have not read the newspapers.  North and South, East and West, we hear nothing but support for a war against Mexico.  The people demand it, because it is the right thing to do.  Here is what the newspapers are saying:

· From the St. Louis Republican:  “The current public opinion seems now strongly inclined in favor of a war with Mexico.”

· From the New Orleans Picayune:  “All the better portions of the press of the country are urgent for the adoption of the most energetic measures against Mexico.”

· From the Washington Globe:  “Almost every Democratic journal and a vast majority of the Whig journals are for crushing Mexico at once.” 

· From the Charleston Courier:  “The people will approve of vigorous action against Mexico.”

Having heard the will of the people, are we, as the people’s representatives, simply to  ignore it?

8.  John Dix of New York, a Whig, was one of the radicals opposed to slavery; he also opposed this war. 

Senator Dix of New York:  The expansionist sentiments that have been expressed by the Democrats in this chamber have failed to reckon with two problems that expansion will surely bring.  The first is that, if the nation continues to grow, it will become an empire, no different from the empires of Europe, and lose its republican character.  With the creation of a continental empire will come an all-powerful central government, a permanent military establishment, and unlimited executive power – in short, the perversion of our democratic government.  The second problem that has yet to be addressed is whether newly acquired territories will be free or slave.  This question has far more power to subvert the Union than anything that Mexico could even contemplate against the United States.  This question cannot be put aside, as the Democrats and some of my Whig colleagues are inclined to do.  Will we pursue victory over Mexico only to fall to ourselves, torn apart by the question of slavery?  
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Editorial writing assignment – in pairs

Imagine that you are part of an editorial team working for an American newspaper (name your city).  

It is August 1, 1916.  Tomorrow marks the second anniversary the “Great War.”  The managing editor has assigned you and your colleague to write an editorial of 150-250 words on the war.  (An editorial usually offers a point of view in addition to information.)  There is, at this time, an ongoing debate in the country as to whether the U.S. should enter the war on the side of the British or remain neutral.  Take a side in your editorial and explain your reasons to your readers. 

Consider the following items before writing your editorial (the first three items favor war preparation; the next three favor continued neutrality):

· Arming Britain is presently good for American businesses and workers.

· German submarines have sunk a number of merchant ships, killing Americans, although Germany has refrained from doing so in recent months.  

· If the British lose, will Germany dominate Europe?

· America has a long traditional of isolationism from European wars.  

· What would the U.S. gain in fighting a war in Europe?  Is respect for neutral trade rights worth the lives of American soldiers?  

· Millions of European young men had already been killed in the war.  Should tens of thousands of Americans be added to the count?    
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